RENDEZVOUS IN HELL

"Darling, I want to show you a part of the gardens I love very much,
and which no one ever goes to see. The Chateau, the Great Park, the
fitang des Suisses, are all very grandiose and rather obvious. Everyone
knows them. Gome with me."

Walking with what she believed to be a young woman's step, though
her desiccated ankles did not obey her very well, she led Jean-Noel
through the Trianon gardens, enthusing over Versailles as people do
who are not French-born, as a Frenchman may enthuse over Rome.

And Jean-Noel, who knew the Villa d'Este, Gaprarolla, the Tuscan
villas and the Umbrian country-houses, was forced to recognize that
the masterpiece of Italy, of her architecture, her gardens and her foun-
tains, had been achieved here by artists who had learned in her school
and were steeped in her influence.

Jean-Noel and Lydia were at the far end of the left wing of the
Grand Trianon, in front of that little fagade in whose centre a faun's
head laughs.

"How divinely proportioned it is, and at the same time so sensual.
You might think," the Salvimonte cried, indicating the exquisitely light
double-staircase, "you might think that a king and queen, who have
just been making love, will come down those stairs at any moment to
walk in the garden!"

She pointed to the oblong basin, lined with marble, and the lead
fountain at its centre, where an infant Bacchus had felled a lion cub
and was trying to make it eat grapes.

The crowd from the Congress had not reached this retreat; its fairy-
like quality was theirs alone.

Jean-Noel thought this was the moment to make his bi-weekly
apology.

<cDearest Lydia, I'm embarrassed/3 he said. "I promise you that for
the last three days I've unceasingly..."

He took refuge in a fog of lies, offering once more a mortgage on
Mauglaives.

The Salvimonte barely listened to him.

Suddenly she stopped and turned towards him,

"But don't you understand, darling, that I don't care a damn about
the money?" she cried, looking into his eyes.

Jean-Noel raised his eyebrows in happy surprise.

"Don't you understand anything at all?" she went on. "Why do you
think I made you sign those miserable documents? Do you really think
I'm capable of that sort of meanness? If I made you sign them, it was
only that I might be sure of seeing you at least once every three days!
My God, how stupid men are, one has to explain everything to them!"

If Jean-Noel had not exactly guessed the reason for the short-term
extensions, he nevertheless was perfectly aware of the old Duchesse's
feelings towards him. During the last fortnight they had exhausted all
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